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The size of a nest of the European wasp illustrates how vigorous this wasp can be

The European wasp—
a new threat to W . A.
The European wasp Vespula
(Paravespula) germanica (Fabricius) was detected in Western
Australia for the first time in January and February 1977 in the
metropolitan suburbs of Mosman
Park, Cottesloe and Attadale.
It is native to England and
Europe and has been established in
New Zealand since 1945 and Tasmania since 1959.
How the wasp will adapt to West
Australian conditions is not known
but some indications of what might
happen can be obtained from the
experience of wasp behaviour in
other areas.
So far in W.A. it has only been
found within an area of 8 km radius
from Fremantle but the outer boundaries of the infestation are still
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uncertain. Surveys and biological
studies are continuing.
Identification
The European wasp is similar in
appearance to a honey bee, but has
bright yellow and black markings
across the body. It is often confused
with the native paper wasp Polistes
variabilis which has a slender body
and a more pronounced 'wasp waist'
and is an overall dark brown colour
with reddish-orange or yelloworange bands on the abdomen.
The nests of the European wasp
and the paper wasp are distinctly
different.
The European wasp's nest is
usually found in a hole in the ground
or within a hollow tree and cannot
be seen from the outside.
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The European wasp (left) com

Diagram of the nest of the European
wasp

A paper wasp's nest is exposed
and consists of a comb of up to 60
cells suspended by a short stalk
from dense shrubs, trees, or under
the eaves of houses, garages and
sheds.
The paper wasp workers usually
cluster round their nest and during
the day will vigorously attack and
sting anyone approaching too close
to the nest.
European wasps can be seen
entering and leaving a small hole
which is the entrance of their nests
and although they will also sting
if seriously interfered with, they do
not seem to be as aggressive as
paper wasps during the summer
months.

A typical European wasp nest is
roughly spherical with a greyish
papery-looking envelope enclosing
successive horizontal layers of
combs. The whole nest is suspended
within the cavity in the soil or the
tree, with a single entrance hole at
the base.
During the summer when nest
building is in progress, the wasp
workers can be seen stripping thin
strands of old wood from trees,
fence posts and even light poles.
As the nest grows the queen continues laying her eggs one at a time
in each new cell.
The larvae hatch and the workers
feed them with fresh fish or meat
and sugary substances. After digesting the food the legless grubs
to the common local paper wasp
regurgitate a syrupy liquid which the
workers eagerly devour when they
come into the nest. When the grubs
are mature they paper over their
cells, pupate and emerge as fresh
wasp workers. Each worker spends
the rest of her life (about a month)
foraging for food and building
materials for the nest.
In Europe a colony of wasps can
have over 1 000 workers. As the
nest gets bigger the soil cavity has
to be excavated by the wasps which
then carry the soil and debris away
from it, so detection is difficult.
At the end of summer, male
wasps (drones) and later a number
The nest of the paper wasp
of new queens are produced. The
queens and drones leave the nest
together on a mating flight. The
drones soon die, and the fertile
queens go into hibernation for the
Life cycle and habits of the
winter. The old queen and her
European wasp
colony of female workers degenerate
The wasp colony is founded by and die.
a queen which hibernates in
sheltered places during the winter.
In spring, she becomes active and Wasps' effect on man
Like bees, European wasps are
begins to build a nest within a suitable crevice or hole in the ground foraging insects. They are strong
fliers and can carry quite heavy
or in a hollow tree.
loads
500 to 1 000 metres back to
The queen forages for small
pieces of wood which she masticates the nest.
Being very active they attack and
and sticks together to form the first
cells of the nest. She lays an egg kill other insects such as flies, caterin each of the cells and rears about pillars, beetles and spiders. Oddly,
one dozen active sterile female they do not often sting their victims,
worker wasps which immediately but use their powerful jaws to cut
start foraging and nest building. The the bodies into pieces for taking
queen then retires to lay more eggs back to the nest. Pieces of fresh
and tend the young wasps in the meat and slabs of fish are also
taken by the wasps.
nest.
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Sweet things such as nectar from
flowers and honeydew from scale
insects are also attractive. At Mosman Park for instance, wasps were
first seen foraging on pigface,
Carpobrotus edulis, where they were
feeding on the exudation of scales.
The wasps also collected nectar
from the flowers of fennel {Foeniculum vulgare).
Because of their nesting habits,
social insects need plenty of water
and wasps are no exception. It is
therefore not unusual to see them
around sprinklers on lawns, especially during hot summer days.
When the worker wasps are busy
they take little notice of humans
near their nests. It is during the
time that the colony is dying in the
autumn that the wasps can become
a pest.
The workers search exclusively
for sugars and starches. They enter
houses and shops, and crawl over
rubbish bins and other places where
sweet foods exist; they are strongly
attracted to over-ripe fruit and are
well known for their raids on bee
hives. It is at this time when most
people are stung.
Stinging
The sting is painful and similar
in effect to a bee sting. Unlike the
bee however, each wasp can sting
a number of times.
People react differently to the
sting. Some show a severe reaction
following a wasp attack; in rare
instances, death has followed wasp
stings. Persons showing a strong
adverse reaction to the sting should
seek medical advice.
The European Wasp in Australia
and New Zealand
The European wasp has become
a serious pest in New Zealand and
Tasmania because it can persist in
colonies through the winter, and
expand the following season. This is
different to the situation in Europe,
where the colonies die out at the end
of each season.
The original queen may be helped
by up to 20 new queens in the
second year and very large colonies
containing over one million insects
have been found in Tasmania. Such
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large nests produce many queens
over the winter before workers
resume activity in the spring. This
helps the wasps to spread rapidly
once they are established.
In Tasmania the wasps spread
over the whole island between 1959
and 1973 and we cannot rule out
the possibility of an equally rapid
spread in the southern areas of
Western Australia.
In Tasmania the biggest nests are
built in hollow trees. In these situations they have a thick paper
envelope around the combs to
insulate the colony. Nests have also
been found in wall cavities, roofs
and under floors, making extermination difficult.

back to the nest. The nest may be
found by following such wasps to
the nest.
Locally, nests have been exterminated by pumping a mixture of
kerosene and an insecticide such
as dichlorvos (D.D.V.P.) into the
entrance, using a pump spray. A
wad of cotton wool was put quickly
into the entrance to seal off the
nest and prevent wasps escaping.
The operation is best done after
dusk when the wasps are least
active.
Nests which are more inaccessible such as those between the cavity
walls of houses may require fumigation using Gammexane smoke
generators.

Economic effects
In New Zealand the wasps have
caused
economic
damage
in
orchards and vineyards but usually
most commercial fruit is picked
before wasp numbers reach a peak.
Soft fruits, however, are most susceptible.
Wasps can rob bee-hives of
honey, larvae and adult bees and in
New Zealand this has caused some
serious losses, especially in overwintering hives in regions where
large wasp colonies have developed.
The wasp causes most concern
as a domestic pest especially late
in the season when the workers are
searching for sweet foods. Reports
from New Zealand indicate that
forestry workers and road construction gangs can be at risk, so that
work schedules must be changed.

Eradication
It is Department of Agriculture
policy to eradicate the European
wasp, if possible, and to destroy all
nests detected.
Experience in Tasmania and New
Zealand has indicated that the
chances of eradication are not
promising.
However, there is a greater hope
of eradication while the wasp infestation is small. For this reason all
suspect European wasps should be
reported to the Entomology Branch
of the Department of Agriculture,
South Perth, or any district office.

Control
The most effective control is to
find and destroy individual nests.
Finding the colony is difficult,
since the entrance is so inconspicuous. The most effective way is to
find a wasp foraging site, such as
attractive flowers like fennel, or
scale infested plants like pigface.
Wasps can also be seen on wet
lawns
in
summer,
weathered
wooden surfaces or areas with
abundant insects suitable as prey.
A piece of fresh fish fillet placed
on such a foraging site will usually
attract the wasps. After cutting off
a small piece of fish they fly directly

A nest of the European wasp exposed
by digging
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